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The demographic impact
Examining the demographic impact of HIV/AIDS provides a bird's-eye view of the human dimension of the pandemic. It necessarily deals in aggregate numbers -shares of the population that are infected, average number of years from infection until death, mortality rates -and may seem somewhat clinical and dispassionate. But as other chapters in this volume illustrate so clearly, underlying these aggregate statistics are the personal passions and struggles of millions of individuals who have been forced to confront a disease that threatens life and family in ways that those of us unaffected are hard-pressed to understand.
One cannot overestimate the adverse impact of HIV/AIDS on African development. AIDS has virtually wiped out the social and economic gains achieved with such difficulty over the last three decades. Life expectancy has been reduced by 25-30 years in the worst-affected countries. AIDS now ranks as the number one cause of death in Africa, twice as high as acute respiratory infection, the next biggest cause. In South Africa, most estimates suggest that during the current decade, twice as many people will die from AIDS as from all other non-AIDS causes combined (Dorrington et al., 2001, pp. 23-5) . Unlike earlier global epidemics, AIDS strikes hardest at the productive adult population, rather than the young and the old. The resulting loss of incomes produces disastrous consequences for households, including the emergence of a generation of AIDS 'orphans' whose upbringing strains informal networks and formal safety nets. 
